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Abstract
This article explores how Jimmy Swaggart fits the profile of a Spirit-empowered
leader. It summarizes Swaggart’s life and ministry, focusing on his calling, role as a
defender of the faith, moral failure, and demise. The article then reflects on
Swaggart’s story within the context of Spirit-empowered leadership, exploring how
Swaggart fits Lee Roy Martin’s paradigm of a prophetic preacher while
demonstrating various negative leadership traits. Stuck between the convictions of his
calling and his weaknesses, Swaggart appears as a conflicted individual not immune
from making serious errors. The article discusses this aspect of Swaggart’s life to
consider how his story contributes to Spirit-empowered leadership.

Introduction
Jimmy Swaggart was a monumental figure in the 1980s. David E Harrell, Jr., describes
him as “probably the most widely known Protestant in the world.” 1 His ministry
earned $140 million yearly and had mission outposts in over fifty countries. His radio
show aired on over 650 stations and his television program was in 143 countries. 2 His
ministry sent out millions of record albums, video cassettes, and audiotapes each year.
Swaggart’s ministry received over one million letters each month, so much that the
postal service assigned the ministry its own zip code. The 7,000-seat Family Worship
Center brimmed over, and Swaggart was among the top twenty employers in Baton
Rouge. In 1987, his 1,500 Bible college students contributed about $3 million to the
local economy. 3 Swaggart’s entire organization employed over 1000 people. 4 Swaggart
remains a significant figure even today, not only because his ministry was so huge or for
his role in the downfall of Jim Bakker and Praise the Lord (PTL), but because of his
own prostitute sex scandals. These scandals, which resulted in the collapse of much of
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his global empire and the Assemblies of God (AG) defrocking him, anchor his life story
within the Pentecostal community’s memory.
Swaggart’s story functions within the Pentecostal community as Kenneth J.
Archer says all life stories function: “Life stories are a weaving together of personal,
familial, and community identity, which gives meaning and purpose, moral guidance,
and perspective, direction and anticipation, to persons-in-community.” 5 The
community’s natural reaction to Swaggart’s moral failures might be to understand
Swaggart’s story so it functions like the stories of the false prophets or some of the
Bible’s other antagonists. Through such a lens, the “purpose, moral guidance, and
perspective, direction, and anticipation” Swaggart’s story provides is to warn “personsin-community” against personal vice and moral failings. This article attempts to view
Swaggart differently. Elizabeth Barnes believes that faith communities, and we can
include Pentecostal communities, should act as Christ’s household where the Spirit
invites the lame, the outcast, the weak, and the infirm to participate in Christ’s story.
She argues that Christ’s story is the place where personal stories of failure, faithlessness,
hope, renewal, and resurrection become stories that challenge the community to see
those who failed through a redemptive lens. 6 Considering Barnes’ comments, this
article attempts to view Swaggart through a formative lens to consider how his story
might contribute to Spirit-empowered leadership.
The article begins with a summary of Swaggart’s life and ministry and then
reflects on Swaggart’s story within the context of Spirit-empowered leadership. The
article explores how Swaggart fits Lee Roy Martin’s paradigm of a prophetic preacher
and Stephen G. Fogarty’s typology of a “personalized charismatic leader,” which
contains many negative leadership traits like authoritarianism, narcissism, selfishness,
and the need for power. Stuck between being a prophetic preacher and a personalized
charismatic leader, Swaggart appears as a conflicted individual not immune from
making serious errors. The article then discusses this aspect of Swaggart by examining
the Spirit’s work in his life. Overall, Swaggart is presented as a Spirit-empowered leader
who struggled with his weaknesses while trying to enact what he believed was God’s
will.

Swaggart’s Story
Swaggart’s Calling
Jimmy Swaggart was born in 1935 in Ferriday, Louisiana. In her biography, Ann
Seaman paints a vivid picture of Swaggart’s conversion and Spirit Baptism occurring
within poverty, hardship, infantile death, family problems, and personal issues. She
writes, “God did not work His fingers gently underneath the little Swaggart child and
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carefully lift him, shining, above his humble origins . . . the truth is that the God who
chose Jimmy treated him no better than he treated His own son.” Still, there is present
in Swaggart’s upbringing the realization, at least from other family members, that God
had called him. For instance, shortly after his marriage to Frances Anderson, Swaggart’s
mother said to her, “The Lord called Jimmy into the ministry when he was eight years
old, and he will never be able to escape that call. One day he’s going to preach the
Gospel.” 7
Until Swaggart came to that point, he was a rebellious teenager whose life into
adulthood spiraled out of control. 8 He stole, gambled, and played pool, but despite
living in poverty and being prepared to do anything to survive, he would not play piano
in bars and clubs. Swaggart believed God had given him his musical ability and
promised God he would not use his talents for the world. Seaman describes how
Swaggart’s road out of poverty grew narrower: “The memories of being saved at eight,
of being the first and youngest cousin to speak in tongues, of speaking the prophecies
the Lord had given him at the age of nine, of being Nannie’s favorite and of praying at
the log altar in back of his house, were fading.” 9 Then in 1952, Swaggart’s newly-saved
brother convinced him to attend a prayer meeting with him where Swaggart dedicated
himself to God and was Spirit baptized. 10
Swaggart was seventeen when he began the transition to becoming a Spiritempowered leader. He married 15-year-old Frances Anderson shortly after becoming a
Christian. They spent the early years of their marriage on the evangelistic trail. In 1968,
they moved to Baton Rouge, where Swaggart founded Jimmy Swaggart Ministries. His
break came in 1969 when he began broadcasting his radio show The Camp Meeting
Hour. The station canceled the show after a few broadcasts because Swaggart could not
afford the airtime, but the station continued to play the recordings and put out an
appeal for funds. A mailbag appeared on the Swaggart family doorstep three days after.
It contained 900 letters and $3,000 to pay the bills. 11 At its height, the show aired on
over 650 stations nationwide. 12 Thus began Swaggart’s ministerial ascent to leadership,
culminating in him having one of the largest ministries in the world and eventually
going to war against those he thought were destroying the American nation with their
false beliefs and immoral actions.

Defender of the Faith
Swaggart believed that the family unit affected America’s strength and determined the
country’s state and direction. This belief drove him to fight for the preservation of the
family and attack everything he felt eroded traditional family values. Adultery, incest,
pedophilia, easy divorce, the feminist movement, homosexuality, alternative lifestyles,
pornography, abortion, and Christian and secular humanism all received a holy tongueJimmy Swaggart | 229

lashing. 13 Swaggart also believed Jim Bakker was harmful to America and argued that a
link existed between Bakker’s preaching and theology and the ideologies corroding
American society. Swaggart condemned Bakker’s core message, which he called “the
gospel of self-esteem,” as “man-made and man-oriented” and “totally unscriptural.” He
criticized Bakker for never speaking about sin, hell, judgment, and the need for
salvation. Swaggart wrote, “Tragically, [those who] listen to these philosophies . . . end
up on a road that leads nowhere. God have mercy on the souls of preachers who lead
such astray. Especially Jim Bakker.” 14 Swaggart even referred to Bakker as a “cancer” in
God’s kingdom and described him as one of those “pretty little boys with their hair
done and their nails done, who call themselves preachers.” 15
Swaggart’s harsh criticism eventually seemed justified when in 1987, Bakker’s
wife, Tammy Faye, caused a minor scandal by publicly admitting she was drug
dependent. A few days later, on March 19, Jim Bakker suddenly resigned from PTL just
before the newspapers got wind of his sexual liaison with Jessica Hahn in 1980 and
PTL’s $265,000 cover-up. 16 Bakker admitted his guilt when the scandal broke in the
news and handed control of PTL to Jerry Falwell. It turned out that Bakker had been
more than sexually promiscuous because a court later imprisoned him for tax fraud. 17

Swaggart’s Moral Failure
Swaggart may have been a moral crusader leading the war against those he felt
undermined the nation and the family, but the Spirit did not protect him from his own
moral failings. These took place with prostitute Debra Murphree in a series of year-long
meetings. 18 Swaggart’s liaisons with Murphree came to light due to a private
investigation by fallen minister Marvin Gorman, who set up a photographer to capture
images of Swaggart and Murphree entering a motel room. 19 Gorman had been a
prominent AG pastor in New Orleans whose church grew throughout the 1970s from
100 people to 5,000 with an annual budget of $8 million. By the early 1980s, Gorman
was in the running to be the next AG Superintendent. However, allegations of sexual
infidelity with at least three women grew at the same rate as his ministry. On July 15,
1986, Swaggart and a few others confronted and exposed Gorman in what Gorman
later referred to as a “brotherly lynch mob.” 20 Swaggart insisted that the seriousness of
the accusations meant that Gorman should abandon his ministry. Gorman resigned
from his church, and the AG later expelled him. A local television documentary
portrayed Gorman as an embezzler and sexual predator. Gorman declared bankruptcy
with his career ruined. 21
After Gorman failed to haggle a deal with Swaggart about the incriminating
photos, he approached the AG and Swaggart’s ministry elders. This revelation probably
placed the AG in a tenuous situation with Swaggart’s impending scandal coming not
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long after the Bakkers’ and Gorman’s disgrace. Swaggart also contributed over $10
million to the AG mission fund annually, which must have added to the tension. 22 As
things proceeded, Swaggart publicly confessed to an undisclosed moral failing at his
church in Baton Rouge on February 21, 1988. 23 Swaggart’s elders were the only ones
present at the service that knew the sordid details behind the confession. The public
were not made aware of the specifics of Swaggart’s failure until after his confession
when Murphree went public.
Swaggart stepped down and handed control of his ministry to the AG shortly
after his confession. Ten days later, the Louisiana AG leadership barred Swaggart from
preaching for three months and required him to undergo a two-year rehabilitation
program. The national AG leadership thought Louisiana’s ruling was too lenient. They
overruled the Lousiana district and imposed a year-long ban on Swaggart preaching.
The Louisiana leadership was adamant about its decision, and a three-week argument
ensued within the AG. The national leadership eventually claimed superiority and
banned Swaggart from preaching for a year and from distributing his recorded sermons.
Swaggart defied the National Council’s decision and abided by the Louisiana District’s
three-month suspension. He believed the National Council’s decision was too severe
and that staying out of the limelight for too long would adversely affect the college and
ministry. 24

Swaggart’s Demise
One iconic picture from Swaggart’s confession shows him looking to heaven with tears
streaming down. As part of the confession, Swaggart said, “I have sinned against you,
my Lord, and I would ask your precious blood would wash and cleanse every stain until
it is in the seas of God’s forgiveness, never to be remembered again.” 25 Many of the
7,500 attending his Family Worship Center sobbed while others called on Jesus. The
New York Times described how praying in tongues undulated through the congregation,
coming to a crescendo with Swaggart’s final request for forgiveness. The altar became a
“sobbing pastoral confession” as hundreds gathered around Swaggrt at the end of the
service. People fell to their knees and “appeared to grant his wish.” 26
Just like Samson’s final appeal to God (Judg 16:28–30), it appears God did listen
to Swaggart’s plea for forgiveness because he was still in a position for the Spirit to use
him in leadership when he returned to the pulpit after serving his ban. Bauer reports
that 5,000 people sat in his church. A year later, his television show reached 800,000
households, and donations were up to $60 million for the year. Bauer links the
resurgence of Swaggart’s ministry after the scandal with the rhetorical integrity with
which he confessed and how it aligned with the Christian narrative of sin, forgiveness,
and redemption. 27 By comparison, in 1991, Swaggart did not follow that same
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rhetorical pattern when the police arrested him for a traffic violation and found a
prostitute in his car. Rather than confessing and asking for forgiveness, he informed his
congregation that God told him to return to preaching and that “the Lord told me it’s
flat none of your business.” According to Bauer, Swaggart’s non-Christian rhetoric
subverted his followers’ earlier loyalty. 28 As a result, his followers seeped away, and his
ministry showed no signs of returning to its glory days. It seems that the Spirit gave
Swaggart a second chance in 1988, but Swaggart’s second scandal shows he chose not to
take that chance. Like Samson, Swaggart is perhaps more interested in himself than the
needs of his community or God’s will. 29

Swaggart’s Story in the Context of Spirit-empowered
Leadership
The Prophetic Preacher
Despite his moral failings, my analysis of Swaggart’s life and ministry suggests that he sits
in a prophetic paradigm of Spirit-empowered leadership. I make this link tentatively,
recognizing that Swaggart’s behavior might compel some to see him more as a false
prophet than an actual God-sent prophet. But viewing Swaggart within the prophetic
paradigm enriches our understanding of him and contributes toward an understanding of
Spirit-empowered leadership. Swaggart’s role as a prophetic preacher is primarily evident
in his preaching. Martin notes that the prophetic preacher is animated and uses creative
artistic delivery modes. 30 Stephen Pullum elaborates upon the vastness of Swaggart’s
ministry in the mid-1980s and his public appeal describing how Swaggart mesmerized his
audiences like a magician mesmerizing a school child. 31 Pullum quotes ABC’s Steve Fox
on Good Morning America: “He [Swaggart] is one of the most dramatic, entertaining, and
powerful preachers on television.”
Prophetic preachers also proclaim a message that is God-inspired and given for a
specific time and place. While the message is contextual and applicable to the presentday situation, the message is rooted in the Bible and has God at the center. Martin
notes that “much of today’s preaching consists of reflection on current events, self-help
advice, and inspirational anecdotes that paint the Christian faith as utilitarian and
consumer oriented.” The prophetic preacher is concerned with more profound matters
that may point to judgment or salvation, culture’s fallenness, the church’s error, and
calling people back to God. 32 These traits are evident in Swaggart’s preaching against
the people and ideologies he felt were destroying Christianity and the American nation.
His disapproval of the self-esteem gospel and pop psychology was grounded in his belief
that they had become a substitute for the altar of God and the Holy Spirit’s power in
the believer’s life. Swaggart thought the Bible was the only book of psychology that
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anyone needed. 33 Psychology and its influence on Christian preaching were Satan’s
tools to destroy the family and the American nation. So, whether it was adultery or a
watered-down pop-psychology gospel, these were things Swaggart could not ignore for
Christianity’s and the nation’s sake. Martin writes, “Prophetic preaching challenges
assumptions, interrupts apathetic slumber, exposes sin and hypocrisy, and requires
repentance.” 34 To quote one of Swaggart’s ministry pamphlets: “The call of Brother
Swaggart’s life and the focus of the Ministry never veers from the path that God has
ordained . . . to go and be a witness whenever and wherever God leads . . . sounding the
clarion call for a return to righteousness.” 35 Swaggart’s rhetoric and its focus on themes
like holiness and separation resonated with his Pentecostal audience’s cultural needs and
tastes and their belief that their movement was becoming too acculturated and
compromised too much with modernity. 36

The “Personalized Charismatic Leader”
Despite Swaggart’s strong prophetic message, he might fit Fogarty’s typology of a
“personalized charismatic leader.” According to Fogarty, these types of leaders are
authoritarian and narcissistic. They need power, serve their own interests, manipulate
followers to get their way, demand followers identify with and support their leadership,
and display low regard for legitimate channels of authority. 37 We see some of these
traits in Swaggart. For instance, among the criticism Swaggart received for attacking
Gorman and Bakker was that he was after their ministries. 38 In retrospect, it would not
be surprising if this accusation were true. Also, when we view some of Swaggart’s
criticisms against Bakker, referring to him as cancer and a “pretty little boy,” one
wonders if these comments befitted a Christian representative in Swaggart’s position.
Then there is also the fact that after Swaggart’s own moral failing with Murphee, he
listened to the Louisiana leadership over the National Council arguably because it was
more lenient and suited him and his ministry better. Lastly, in 1991 when the police
arrested him for a traffic violation and found a prostitute in his car, Swaggart told his
congregation that God told him to return to preaching and that “the Lord told me it’s
flat none of your business.”
Fogarty suggests three safeguards to maximize the contributions of personalized
charismatic leaders while minimizing negative consequences. First, Fogarty proposes an
accountability structure is put in place that provides careful oversight. Second, Fogarty
suggests that the leader has a support system that includes confidantes, mentors, and
professional development opportunities. Third, the organization’s leadership selection
process should consist of various assessment tools to ensure the selection of the best
leader. 39 In Swaggart’s case, one wonders how effective these safeguards would be. For
instance, developing a leader selection process and assessment tools would be impossible
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because Swaggart founded the ministry himself. Creating an accountability structure
would also be challenging. Because Swaggart demonstrates the traits of a personalized
charismatic leader, one assumes he would resist the implementation of an accountability
structure and circumvent its decisions if it were in place. Indeed, we see this in his
interaction with the AG and how he paid little heed to the AG’s decision and continued
his ministry. So, having an accountability structure is only as effective as the willingness
of the leader to adhere to it. Granted, the AG did defrock him, but even then, Swaggart
continued his ministry and has been in ministry ever since. In some ways, Swaggart’s
decision to continue in ministry despite the AG’s decision corresponds to the
individualistic emphasis within Pentecostalism of following the Spirit’s lead regardless.
Harvey Cox perfectly sums up this trait by describing the interaction between early
Pentecostals: “the more they fought, the more they multiplied.” 40
Then there is Fogarty’s suggestion of a support system. Considering Swaggart fits
Fogarty’s definition of a personalized charismatic leader, who would wish to be part of
this type of leader’s accountability and mentorship structure? Swaggart was one of the
most prominent ministers in the world, had one of the largest Christian organizations,
and ultimately had the power to make or break other ministers and their organizations.
No one would voluntarily be part of that support system, considering a clash of
opinions may get you blackballed or worse. The power of global leaders to make or
break people’s careers is not reserved only for Swaggart. According to Paula McGee, T.
D. Jakes is an example of an extraordinarily powerful minister and CEO who has the
power to make or break people’s careers. 41 In such situations, where ministerial
superiors have the power to make or break people’s livelihoods, being a “yes man” is the
safest option.

Swaggart’s Tipping Point
Swaggart’s infidelity with Murphree, the later allegations he cruised the red-light
district, battled a pornography obsession since his youth, and was a periodic backslider,
reveal him to be a conflicted individual who was not immune from making serious
errors. 42 Drawing a parallel between Swaggart and the Spirit-empowered judges helps
us think about this aspect of his life. 43 The Spirit-empowered judges were leaders in the
book of Judges that God’s Spirit empowered, energized, and equipped to enact God’s
purposes and free the Israelites from their oppressors. David Firth argues that the
Spirit’s presence brought an inner change in the judges only to the extent that the
changes enabled them to fulfill God’s purposes. 44 In none of the cases did the Spirit
eliminate all the judge’s weaknesses. For example, the Spirit moved Gideon from fear to
faith, yet he remained hesitant and fearful. 45 Likewise, the Spirit did not override the
judge’s own will. For instance, the Spirit came upon Jephthah to free Israel, but the
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Spirit did not stop him from making a foolish vow that ended with the terrible sacrifice
of his daughter (Judg 11:32–35). Samson provides another example. Though the Spirit
came upon him forcefully (Judg 14:6, 19; and 15:14), he continued to do his own
thing and ended up a moral failure who never lived up to his potential. In some ways,
Swaggart’s life story personifies those of the Spirit-empowered judges in the way that,
like the judges, the Spirit’s presence in his life did not guarantee he would not pursue
harmful behavior. 46
Diane J. Chandler speaks about a “tipping point” that involves “an incident, a
thought, condition, intention, or event, which prompts unethical behavior.” According
to her conceptual framework, the tipping point occurs when intrapersonal and
interpersonal leadership dimensions, follower dimensions, and the situational context all
come together to form the “perfect storm.” The storm results in unethical leadership
behavior, which she defines as “the organizational process of leaders acting in a manner
inconsistent with agreed upon standards of character, decency, and integrity, which
blurs or violates clear, measurable, and legal standards, fostering constituent distrust
because of personal self-interest.” 47 Did Swaggart have a tipping point? If so, what is
the correlation between the tipping point and him being a prophetic preacher called by
God?
One way to think about Swaggart’s tipping point is to think of Gideon. The Spirit
came upon Gideon, empowering him to fulfill God’s purposes by leading the community
and delivering them from their oppressors. After Gideon delivered Israel, he made an
idolatrous garment from gold and jewels, which he put on display in Ophrah, and “all
Israel went and played harlot with it” (Judg 8:22–35). The Spirit once clothed Gideon,
but then Gideon covers himself with a garment of idolatry that draws attention to his
power and wealth. 48 How does Gideon’s story relate to Swaggart? Swaggart came from
poverty, ended up with a worldwide ministry, and became wealthy. Like Gideon, it seems
possible he made an idolatrous garment out of his success that tipped over into other areas
of life and misled him. Roger Heuser and Byron D. Klaus say that when leaders become
successful, it is easy for them to “embrace dispositions and practices that are not from
God.” 49
Another way to understand the parallel between Gideon and Swaggart is to
consider the possibility that the Spirit contributed to Swaggart’s tipping point. As
mentioned, the Spirit empowered Gideon to fulfill God’s purposes by delivering the
Israelites, yet he made an idolatrous garment that drew attention to his power and
wealth. This leads Martin to suggest that Spirit enablement, if uncontrolled or
misdirected, could produce a sense of overconfidence that fuels desires that oppose
God’s purposes. 50 Is there a correlation between Martin’s suggestion and Chandler’s
concept of a tipping point? Did Spirit-enablement in Swaggart’s life tip over into
ungodly behavior? And if there is a correlation, how is God responsible for Gideon and
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leaders like Swaggart going over their tipping point? Considering the biblical theme of
Spirit disempowerment (or Spirit disablement) helps think about these questions.
Spirit-disempowerment involves the Spirit empowering some people while
disempowering others. 51 King Saul serves as a specific example. One example from
Saul’s life is when he tries to apprehend and kill David. The Spirit comes upon Saul so
forcibly that he prophecies to the point he undresses (1 Sam 19:20–24). For Saul, this
experience of the Spirit is so debilitating that it is a negative experience. In some ways,
Saul’s life perfectly illustrates both Spirit enablement and Spirit disablement in the way
that the Spirit enabled him to fulfill God’s purposes and battle Israel’s enemies but also
disempowered him to fulfill God’s purpose to protect David.
In the case of the judges, Merrill argues that the Spirit being upon someone gives
the interpreter no clue about the Spirit’s relationship with that person. 52 Merrill’s claim
seems true of Swaggart and is probably true of most Christians. No one knows how the
Spirit’s activity in Swaggart’s life brought him to a tipping point. But Swaggart certainly
seems to have believed God was judging him by exposing his actions. Swaggart said in
his confession, “God said to David 3,000 years ago, you have done this thing in secret,
but I will do what I do openly before all of Israel. My sin was done in secret, and God
has said to me, ‘I will do what I do before the whole world.’ Blessed be the name of the
Lord.” 53 This Bible reference comes from the Prophet Nathan, who delivered God’s
judgment to David after his sin with Bathsheba (2 Sam 12:7–15). In referencing this
scripture, it is evident Swaggart believed God was judging him publicly. The question
remains about how God works in the lives of Spirit-empowered leaders to elevate and
bring them down. What Martin says about the judges applies to Swaggart and other
Spirit-empowered leaders: “The giving of the Spirit, therefore, does not guarantee that
the recipient will pursue righteousness and act always in accordance with God’s
purposes. God grants even a Spirit-empowered leader the freedom to pursue ruinous
behavior that can lead to disastrous consequences.” 54 Yet, God also reserves for himself
the right to bring destructive behavior to light.

Human Weakness, Inner Change, and the Spirit
Although Swaggart preached and fought for what he believed was right, the same lusts
that felled Gorman and Bakker caught up with him. The Apostle Paul’s caution is
pertinent, “Flee sexual immorality” (1 Cor 6:18a, NLT). As straightforward as this
warning appears, it reveals a tension between knowing that one should flee and having
the strength to flee. Elizabeth Barnes illuminates this tension by quoting William
Faulkner, who said that the only things worth writing about are the “problems of the
human heart in conflict with itself.” 55 She elaborates upon Faulkner’s comment and
argues that conflict and brokenness provide the context where Christians experience
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God. 56 Barnes maintains that God enables Christians to fulfill his purpose while also
struggling with their weaknesses. 57 The analysis of Swaggart’s life reveals him as an
excellent example that amidst his inward struggles with his own heart, he still partnered
with God to enact what he believed was God’s will.
Still, Pentecostals and other Christian traditions believe that the Spirit works
within believers, helping them with their inner struggles through the process of
sanctification. Since Swaggart was a member of the AG, his experience of sanctification
must, in some ways, have been consistent with how the AG understands the Spirit’s role
in the process. Bible Doctrines: A Pentecostal Perspective provides a basic theological
foundation for the denomination’s sixteen fundamental truths. In this book, Stanley H.
Horton and William W. Menzies describe how the Spirit nurtures Christ-like qualities
in Christians and helps them live godly lifestyles (Gal 5:22–23), but Christians must
cooperate with the Spirit to display these qualities (2 Cor 7:1; Heb 12:13–15).58
Horton and Menzies’ view is similar to Wonsuk Ma’s opinion that the Spirit is not
responsible for the failure of spiritual heroes. Instead, they are responsible for not
receiving the Spirit’s private and internal transformative work. 59
Heuser and Klaus note that it can be disastrous for the leader and the organization
if the leader’s interior life remains unexamined. 60 It is easy to assume this is the case
with Swaggart, that he did not internally examine his life and cooperate with the Spirit
as his AG colleagues suggested. However, in a ministry newsletter from 1997, Swaggart
speaks about how he spent the last six years since the scandals seeking God to
understand the root cause of his problem. 61 Swaggart writes, “Countless times, I had
sought the Lord earnestly, asking Him how I could have the help of the Holy Spirit in
doing the Work of the Lord, but not have His help regarding victory over the world, the
flesh, and the Devil. I knew in my heart that this was not the way it was supposed to be,
but, at that time, I did not have the knowledge about how perpetual victory could be
attained.” Taking Swaggart’s words at face value, it looks like he reflected on his interior
life and wanted to cooperate with the Spirit, but he did not know how. The newsletter
may be an attempt by Swaggart to excuse his behavior, but it could also reveal the
possibility that he wanted help but did not know where to find it. At this point, the
issue arises about how a support structure with a mixture of confidantes, mentoring
relationships, and formal and informal training might have helped Swaggart. 62 And like
before, considering his leadership personality, we question how effective such a support
system would have been.

Conclusion
After hearing Swaggart’s story, it is easy seeing him as an antagonist whose behavior
warns against sin and moral failings. However, doing so dismisses his story’s
Jimmy Swaggart | 237

contribution toward Spirit-empowered leadership. In contrast, this article tried to
reorientate and reinterpret Swaggart’s story to see him as a Spirit-empowered leader who
struggled with his own weaknesses from whom we have much to learn. Although he
will be remembered for his failures, the hospitality of the faith community requires that
it support those who struggle and offer them a home. For Swaggart and other leaders
like him who fell despite the community believing they were Spirit-empowered, the
challenge is to provide them with hospitality and recognize their roles as Spiritempowered leaders who struggled to overcome their weaknesses. He may have failed,
but perhaps he is still worthy of a place at the table as one who was Spirit-empowered.
Perhaps the most prominent thing Swaggart provides the Pentecostal community is the
opportunity to see just how vast God’s grace is and how needful it is to live as a
hospitable community.
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